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JACOB LAWRENCE’S PRINTS CHRONICLE LIFE OF HAITIAN HERO 

CLEVELAND — Bom a slave in 18 m -century Haiti, Toussaint L’Ouverture rose to become 
commander in chief of the revolutionary army that eventually ousted the island’s Spanish and 
French rulers. African-American artist Jacob Lawrence (bom 1917), one of America’s most 
prominent contemporary artists, tells the story of this subversive hero’s life in 15 powerful 
screenprints he produced between 1986 and 1997. He based the prints on paintings he 
executed in 1937-38. The exhibition Jacob Lawrence’s Toussaint L’Ouverture Series 
opens at the Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) Dec. 19, 1999, and remains on view through 
Feb. 27, 2000. The prints are being lent by the Donald F. Brittenum Artwork Collection of 
Personal Physician Care of Ohio, Inc. Admission is free. 

Discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1492, the West Indian island of Haiti was by 
the late 17 th century divided between the Spanish and the French. More than 500,000 
captured Africans were imported to work as slaves on sugar, coffee, and cotton plantations. 
The slaves were treated brutally and they rebelled in 1791. Toussaint (1743-1803) rose to be 
a leader of the revolt and coordinated the drafting of Haiti’s first constitution in 1800, which 
abolished slavery. Although Toussaint was arrested by Napoleon’s troops in 1802 and sent to 
prison in France, where he died a year later, Haiti won its independence and became the first 
black Western republic in 1804. 

Jacob Lawrence has devoted his career, now spanning seven decades, to documenting 
African-American life and history. He depicts everyday scenes as well as the universal 
struggle for freedom, social justice, and human dignity. He moved to Harlem as a teenager in 
1930 and was influenced by the artists, writers, and philosophers of the Harlem Renaissance, 
like Romare Bearden, Langston Hughes, and W.E.B. Du Bois, who fostered pride in African- 
American culture. Lawrence’s subjects have included the legendary abolitionist heroes 
Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and John Brown, and the story of the massive 
migration, from the rural South to the industrialized, urban North, of African Americans 
seeking opportunity during the early decades of the century. 
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Turning his attention to Toussaint, Lawrence made 41 paintings about his life in 
1937-38, depicting emotional figures and dramatic scenes with simplified forms in flat areas 
of bright color. The recent print series focuses on Toussaint’ s heroic struggle to fight 
European oppressors and achieve independence for his people. Highlights include a formal 
portrait of the leader in uniform; a seemingly infinite number of armed troops marching to 
capture colonial towns; Toussaint’ s betrayal by the French; and the fierce combat of native 
Haitians resisting the relentless French soldiers. 

Free gallery talks will take place in the show at 1 :30 p.m. Wednesday, Jan. 12; 
Sunday, Jan. 16; and Monday, Jan. 17 (for Martin Luther King, Jr., Day — CMA is closed all 
other Mondays). 

The CMA’s African-American Community Task Force, chaired by trustee Adrienne 
Jones, will host a reception at 6:30-9:30 p.m. Monday, Jan. 10. David Driskell, Distinguished 
University Professor of Art, Emeritus, University of Maryland, and author or editor of several 
books on African-American art, will speak. Tickets are $50 and $100 and are available by 
calling (216) 421-7340, ext. 151. 

For more information, call the CMA at 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit 
www.clemusart.com. 
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